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AVERTING A LATIN AMERICAN WAR 


T is a grim coincidence that at the 

opening of the Pan American Arbi- 
tration Conference and in the midst of 
Mr. Hoover’s Latin American tour, Bo- 
livia and Paraguay should come to the 
verge of war. Early in the morning of 
December 6, Paraguayan troops, accord- 
ing to Bolivian reports, captured the gar- 
rison of twenty-five Bolivian soldiers at 
Vanguardia. It was reported that the 
fort was later recaptured by Bolivia, 
which is rushing reinforcements there. 
On December 8 Bolivia severed diplomatic 
relations with Paraguay, and popular 
feeling in La Paz runs high. 

The Paraguayan Government has re- 
quested that the dispute be referred to a 
commission of inquiry under the Gondra 
Convention of 1923. The Ministers of 
Peru, Chile and Mexico at Montevideo, 
Uruguay, have attempted to form the pre- 
liminary Commission in accordance with 
the procedure of this treaty, but the Bo- 
livian Minister has declined to participate 
despite the fact that Bolivia has adhered 
to the 1923 agreement. 


On December 10, the Pan American 
Conference at Washington passed a reso- 
lution urging that the difference should 
be arranged pacifically. On the follow- 
ing day the League of Nations Council, 
meeting at Lugano, telegraphed Bolivia 
and Paraguay reminding these members 
of the League of the provisions of the 
Covenant in regard to pacific procedure. 
On the same day, the Bolivian delegate 
withdrew from the Arbitration Confer- 
ence at Washington. The Bolivian Min- 
ister declared that his government could 
not discuss a friendly settlement as long 
as Paraguay refused to “repair its 


wrong” in attacking the garrison. 

This garrison lies within territory the 
ownership of which Bolivia and Paraguay 
have disputed for many years. The area 
involved covers roughly 110,000 square 
miles. It includes part of the so-called 
Chaco district, lying in the angle between 
the Pilcomayo and the Paraguay rivers 
and is sparsely inhabited. Both govern- 
ments lay historic claim to this territory 
dating back to before 1810. Bolivia is 
also particularly interested in acquiring 
it because of its reputed resources which 
may possibly include oil and also because 
of the desire for an outlet to the Atlantic. 
Excluded from the Pacific by Tacna- 
Arica, Bolivia would like to secure access 
to the Paraguay and Parana rivers. 

Writing in the New York Evening 
Post for February 18, 1921, Mr. Julius 
Klein, formerly Commercial Attaché at 
Buenos Aires, said, “One serious question 
to be considered in connection with this 
topic is the conflict between the Bolivian 
and Paraguayan Governments in_ the 
southeastern sections of the oil region. 
The dubious nationality of the almost un- 
inhabited Chaco which adjoins the oil 
belt is likely to affect directly the validity 
of many titles to properties in that re- 
gion. This situation is chiefly important 
because of its bearing upon concessions 
and grants for the construction of rail 
and pipe lines from oil fields to Para- 
guayan and Argentine river ports. . .” 

If Bolivia becomes involved in war, 
American interests will be affected. Its 
finances are controlled by a Fiscal Com- 
mission, the majority of whose members 
are recommended by American bankers. 
This control was established in 1922 to 


protect a loan of $33,000,000. The Stand- 
ard Oil Company of New Jersey has a 
million hectare oil concession in south- 
eastern Bolivia, the nearest part of which 
is about 150 miles from the Chaco district. 
So far as we can learn, neither Paraguay 
nor Bolivia has granted any concessions 
in the disputed Chaco area. No oil is yet 
being evacuated from the Company’s 
wells; and it is understood that the most 
practical means of evacuation will be via 
the Argentina State Railway or through 
a pipe-line to the Brazilian coast. 

In 1879 Bolivia and Paraguay signed 
a treaty granting Bolivia an access to the 
Paraguay river fifty miles south of Fort 
Olimpo. Bolivia agreed to ratify this 
treaty only on condition that she be given 
also several ports on the Pilcomayo river. 
Paraguay declined to accept this condi- 
tion and in 1883 a protocol was signed 
postponing the question. Three years 
later, Bolivia withdrew her Pilcomayo 
reservation and asked that the 1879 
treaty be ratified. It was now the turn 
of Paraguay to decline on the ground that 
the treaty had lapsed. 

In 1887 another treaty was signed 
which gave Paraguay the territory as- 
signed to her under the 1879 treaty. But 
instead of giving Bolivia the territory 
north of this line, the treaty provided 
that a strip extending four miles north 
of Fort Olimpo should be submitted to 
the arbitration of the King of the Bel- 
gians. Before the treaty could be ratified, 
the Paraguayan Government marched 
troops into territory north of the strip to 
be arbitrated and has ever since main- 
tained them there in forts located along 
the river. 

In 1894 another treaty was signed but 
not ratified. Thereafter the question 
simmered until the Pinilla-Soler Treaty 
of January 12, 1907, when the parties 
agreed to submit to the decision of the 
President of Argentina the ownership of 
a tract of 50,000 square miles of land 
north of the boundary agreed upon in the 
1879 treaty. This area extended much 
further in the direction of Bolivia than 
the area which was to have been sub- 
mitted to the King of the Belgians. The 
President of Argentina, however, declined 
to arbitrate the case, and in a protocol 
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of 1913 both parties agreed to maintain 
the status quo defined in the 1907 treaty 
until the question could be settled either 
by direct negotiation or arbitration. 

In April 1927 rumors of fighting over 
the forts maintained in the disputed area 
led to a new conference in which the 
parties agreed to accept Argentina’s offer 
as mediator. A conference was held for 
this purpose in Buenos Aires in May 
1928 but no agreement could be reached. 

Whether or not Paraguay was the 
actual aggressor in the Fort Vanguardia 
incident, it seems that Bolivia is in a 
stronger position than Paraguay to wage 
war. Paraguay has hardly recovered 
from the tremendous loss of life and re- 
sources caused by wars with Brazil, 
Uruguay and Argentina in the middle of 
the nineteenth century. At present Para- 
guay maintains an army of 2,600 men in 
comparison with 8,000 of Bolivia. Bo- 
livia has about three times the population 
of her neighbor. 

In certain respects this controversy 
resembles the Greco-Bulgarian incident 
of 1925. In both cases the two parties 
declared that the other was the aggressor. 
After inducing Bulgaria and Greece to 
accept an armistice, the League sent a 
commission to the spot to determine who 
the aggressor actually was. Unless these 
incidents are nipped in the bud they may 
grow into wholesale animosity and war. 

The Bolivia-Paraguay incident shows, 
moreover, the importance of smoothly 
working arbitration machinery. In 1907 
both states agreed to refer the matter to 
the President of Argentina who declined 
to arbitrate. If they could have referred 
it to an existing Court, the controversy 
might have been settled. The Gondra 
Treaty exists, but it is called into opera- 
tion only after a dispute becomes acute. 
At that time nationalistic feeling may be 
so high that the parties, despite their 
promises, may decline to accept the pro- 
cedure of the treaty. The incident demon- 
strates the importance of more effective 
American conciliation machinery. — In 
addition to other forces, it is hoped that 
the American economic and financial in- 
fluence in Bolivia will be used to advise 
the La Paz Government to assume a con- 
ciliatory attitude. 4s. w. and R. L. B. 


On December 1, 1928 the Foreign Policy Association was incorporated under the 
New York Membership Corporations Law as authorized at the Special Meeting 
of the Association held at the Hotel Astor, New York City, on November 10, 1928. 
JAMES G. MCDONALD, Chairman 
FOREIGN POLICY ASSOCIATION, INCORPORATED 
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